Death and Ancestors in Light of the Old Testament by Davidson, Richard M.
Introduction
From my personal study and from listening to the various excellent pa-
pers presented at this conference, I have been both sobered and saddened 
to see the extent to which the belief in ancestors surviving death and being 
venerated or worshiped has permeated all the various religions and peo-
ple groups throughout the world, both ancient and modern, both Chris-
tian and non-Christian.
Why does ancestor worship persist in spite of Christendom’s strenu-
ous efforts to eradicate it? Various authorities have noted a major factor 
to be that ancestor worship has its parallels in Christian cults of the dead 
and of the saints. Such “parallels” are due to the widespread belief of 
Christendom in an immortal soul. Ironically, then, Christian missionaries 
have actually often reinforced the traditional indigenous belief that dead 
ancestors can help and harm. For example, Harriet Ngubane, in the book 
Body and Mind in Zulu Medicine, states: “Usually a Christian Zulu living 
in a chiefdom [tribal area] does not find Christian beliefs and ancestral 
beliefs incompatible” (1977:4). Various denominations and individual 
scholars have argued for “common ground” between Christianity and the 
Indigenous Religions of Africa and elsewhere who practice ancestor wor-
ship. Therefore, Emmanuel K. Twesigye writes, “The spirits referred to as 
‘ancestral spirits’ are the African equivalent of the Christian ‘Community 
of Saints,’ particularly within the Catholic tradition and devotional prac-
tice.” He goes on to affirm: 
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It can be said that the African idea of instant transformation of the 
human being at the moment of death, the subsequent embodiment in 
a spiritual body, evaluation, and judgment by God and the ancestral 
spirits, and the consequent acceptance by the ancestors and God if 
judged as good or rejection if judges as unworthy for having lived 
a life of hatred, malice and lacking in ‘Obuntu,’ is probably a viable 
alternative eschatological view to the traditional Christian teaching on 
death, the resurrection, judgment, hell and heaven. (1987:154) 
Pope John Paul II speaks positively of the African spiritual worldview 
on life and of the life-after-death: 
Africa is endowed with a wealth of cultural values and priceless hu-
man qualities, which it can offer to the churches and to humanity as 
a whole. . . . The sons and daughters of Africa love life. It is precisely this 
love for life that leads them to give such great importance to the ven-
eration of their ancestors. They believe intuitively that the dead con-
tinue to live and remain in common with them. Is this not in some way a 
preparation for belief in the communion of the Saints? (1995:42, 43)
As further evidence of accommodation to indigenous ancestral reli-
gions, even some spirit mediums and witch doctors have found accep-
tance in Christian churches. A survey taken by Dr. Chavunduka of the 
University of Zimbabwe revealed that among 145 traditional healers were 
Methodists, Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Seventh-day Adventists, and 
members of the Dutch Reformed Church. Chavunduka concludes: “Mem-
bership of a church does not prevent an individual from participating in 
traditional religion” (Ancestor Worship 1985).
What especially sobers and surprises me is to find the name Seventh-
day Adventist among this list of churches in which traditional healers 
have found a home. This surprise is heightened by the results of the 2018 
survey conducted by the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists 
presented by David Trim in this conference, revealing the extent to which 
belief in the state of the dead among Seventh-day Adventists includes ac-
ceptance of the notion of an immortal soul and some form of veneration 
and worship of ancestors who continue to exist after death and interact 
with human beings who have not died. 
One cannot deny the powerful cures and miracles that have been af-
fected by traditional indigenous healers, spirit mediums, and witch doc-
tors. In the past, Christian churches in their mission outreach opposed 
spirit mediums and witch doctors. Now many are changing their tactics. 
While endorsing modern medical trends, they try to retain the support of 
church members who still cling to ancestral beliefs. Some church entities 
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have therefore decided that rather than try to stamp out “indigenous heal-
ers,” they should work with them (Wulfhorst 2005). 
What should be the response of the Seventh-day Adventist Church to 
the belief and practice of ancestor worship or veneration and acceptance 
of necromancy (communication with the dead), and the larger affirmation 
that when a person dies the soul lives on and interacts with the living? 
As a church which upholds the belief in sola Scriptura, we have the man-
date to test all beliefs and practice—including that of ancestor worship 
or veneration, and associated miracles and cures that have accompanied 
such phenomena—by Scripture. Isaiah 8:20 states: “To the Law and to the 
testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, it is because there 
is no light in them.” What is not often recognized in quoting this text to 
support sola Scriptura is that the immediate context concerns the practice 
of seeking to consult the dead via mediums and spiritists. Verse 19 (NASB) 
reads: “When they say to you, ‘Consult the mediums [Heb. ’obot] and the 
spiritists [Heb. yidd‘oni ] who whisper and mutter,’ should not a people 
consult their God? Should they consult the dead on behalf of the living?”
In light of this mandate of sola Scriptura, calling us to base all our faith 
and practice upon the teachings of Scripture, especially in the context of 
attempted contact with the dead ancestors, in this study I invite us to reas-
sess what the Bible, and especially the “Law and Testimony” of the He-
brew Bible (HB, the Old Testament), has to say about this subject. 
In particular, there is a need to assess the biblical validity of the pre-
suppositions that undergird the view of ancestor veneration and worship. 
Three major presuppositions underlie this belief and practice: (1) dualism 
of soul and body: the soul and body are two separate (and separable) en-
tities that comprise the human being; (2) the immortality of the soul: the 
soul is immortal, and thus does not die; and (3) when human beings die, 
their soul survives death and continues to exist as a conscious intelligent 
entity separate from the body, able to interact with the living.
The Nature and Constitution of the Human Being
A growing consensus within biblical scholarship affirms that the open-
ing pages of the Bible (Gen 1-3) provide the foundation for the rest of 
Scripture: “whether one is evangelical or liberal, it is clear that Genesis 
1-3 is the interpretive foundation of all Scripture” (Rankin 1996:203). “Ca-
nonically, the understanding of human nature expressed or implied in 
the laws, wisdom literature, narratives, prophetic texts, and other genres 
of the Hebrew Scriptures may be viewed as commentary on the creation 
texts. . . . The Bible’s first statement concerning humankind remains the 
normative statement that governs all others” (Bird 1994:525, 527; Brown 
and McBride Jr., 2000:xi).
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The first two chapters of Genesis provide foundational insights into 
biblical anthropology. We first will examine the key passage in Gen 1 dis-
cussing humanity as the imago Dei, look at the constitution of humans as 
set forth in the pivotal passage of Genesis 2, and relate these foundational 
passages to other OT relevant material (Davidson 2015:11-42).
Genesis 1:26-27: The Nature of Humanity in God’s Image
In Genesis 1:26-28 “the high point and goal has been reached toward 
which all of God’s creativity from v. 1 on was directed” (von Rad 1961:57; 
Wilfong 2000: 47). Here in lofty grandeur is portrayed the creation of hu-
mankind (ha’adam):
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image [tselem], ac-
cording to our likeness [demut]; and let them have dominion over the 
fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and 
over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing 
that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in his image 
[tselem], in the image of God he created them; male and female he cre-
ated them. (NRSV)
 
A careful semantic examination of the word tselem (“image”) in its et-
ymology and seventeen occurrences in the OT reveals that “aside from 
its two possibly figurative usages, tselem always refers to a physical im-
age, having a formed body” (Waltke 2007:215). John Goldingay draws the 
implication: “An image is the visible representation of something, which 
suggests God’s image lies in humanity’s bodily nature. . . . [T]he First Tes-
tament. . . systematically presupposes a correspondence between God and 
humanity in its bodily as well as its inner nature” (2003:102, 103; von Rad 
2001:145; Porteous 1962:684).1 With solid biblical data David Carr coun-
ters the common notion “that Genesis 1 must be talking about something 
else—anything else—than actual physical resemblance between God and 
humans” (2003:17-26). 
The second Hebrew word in Genesis 1:26 depicting the resemblance 
between God and humanity is the abstract noun demu (“likeness”). In its 
twenty-five occurrences in the Hebrew Bible, this term refers most often 
to abstract qualities, although it also can be occasionally used for material 
objects. It “is generally used to signify the ‘appearance,’ ‘similarity,’ or 
‘analogy’ of nonphysical traits” (Rashkow 2000:61). 
Thus the Hebrew words tselem “image” and demu (“likeness”), although 
possessing overlapping semantic ranges, in the juxtaposition of v. 26 ap-
pear to emphasize the concrete and abstract aspects of the human being, re-
spectively (Porteous: 684, 685; von Rad 1961:57-58; Garr 2003:117-176). Ilona 
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Rashkow summarizes the implications of this juxtaposition: “God says 
that his intention is to make Adam both in ‘in our image’ (that is, physi-
cally similar, whatever that may mean), and in ‘in our likeness’ (having 
the same abstract characteristics)” (Rashkow 2000:61).2 Ellen White is thus 
on the mark when she writes, “Man was to bear God’s image both in out-
ward resemblance and in character” (1890:45). Again, she states, “In the 
beginning, man was created in the likeness of God, not only in character, 
but in form and feature” (1911:644, 645; 1899:2).3
At the same time, the two expressions (tselem “image” and demu “like-
ness”) are used together in Genesis 1:26 (“in our image, according to our 
likeness”) with no conjunction separating them, and both terms are used 
alone as a cipher for the two together (Gen 1:27 uses tselem, and Gen 5:1 
uses demu), thus implying that these terms should not be taken as de-
scribing two separable components of the human nature, as presumed in 
Greek dualism and as attempted throughout much of the history of inter-
pretation (under the influence of such dualism). Rather, these two terms 
indicate that the person as a whole—both in physical/bodily and spiritu-
al/mental components—is created in God’s image (White 1903:15). In his 
commentary on Genesis, von Rad has insightfully concluded with regard 
to Genesis 1:26: “One will do well to split the physical from the spiritual 
as little as possible: the whole man is created in God’s image” (1961:58; 
Garr 2003:117-176; Neuer 1991:65-67). Likewise, Vriezen contends that the 
whole human being is created in the image of God (1970:203).
 
Genesis 2:7: The Constitution of Human Beings
A second “locus classicus of Old Testament anthropology” (von Rad 
1961:77) is found in Genesis 2:7: “Then the LORD God formed man 
[ha’adam] of dust [‘apar] from the ground [ha’adamah], and breathed into 
his nostrils the breath [nishmat] of life; and man became a living being 
[nepesh khayyah]” (NASB).
In a previous age it would have been necessary to argue from this pas-
sage for the OT concept of anthropological wholism,4 against strong oppo-
sition from almost the entire scholarly community, which was upholding 
the traditional dualistic anthropology. However, all that has changed. “In 
the last two centuries, biblical scholars have increasingly moved toward 
a consensus that both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament provide 
a holistic model of the human person” (Shults 2003:175). It has become 
increasingly apparent that Genesis 2:7 (like Gen 1:26) articulates a wholis-
tic view of humans. According to the understanding of anthropology set 
forth in this verse, a human being does not have a soul, he/she is a soul. A 
human is a living being, a psychophysical unity. 
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Genesis 2:7 gives the basic “formula” for the constitution of humans: 
“dust” + “breath of life” = “soul.” Let’s look briefly at the basic OT vo-
cabulary for human constitution, as set forth in this verse and continued 
elsewhere in Scripture: 
First, dust, flesh/body, flesh and bones. The “dust [‘apar] from the ground 
[ha’adamah] refers to the basic material elements of which the body is 
composed. The name for “the human” (ha’adam) or “Adam” (’adam) is 
etymologically related to ha’adamah “the ground,” implying the source of 
Adam’s material substance. Later in Genesis 2 the whole person is viewed 
from his physical perspective as “flesh” (basar) and “bones” (etsem) when 
Adam states his oath of solidarity (or marriage vows) regarding Eve: 
“she is now bone [etsem] of my bones and flesh [basar] of my flesh” (Gen 
2:23). In Genesis 6:3, humankind is described as “flesh” (basar). The term 
“flesh” basar (“flesh, body”) occurs 270 times in the OT, and “designates 
the corporeal substance of a living human being or animal, with emphasis 
on the visual and graphic” (Waltke 2007:224). Unlike the Greek term 
for “flesh” in the NT, the word basar is never used as “the principle of 
sin” in the OT, but rather emphasizes man in his weakness in contrast to 
the divine being (Jacob 1958:158).5 The terms “bone and flesh” together 
indicate a biological relationship or bond of solidarity (Waltke 2007:224; 
Brueggeman 1970:540).
Second, breath/breathe, nostrils, breath of the spirit of life, breath of life, spirit. 
The phrase “breath of life” (nishmat khayyim) in Genesis 2:7 is equivalent 
to ruakh khayyim “spirit of life” or the longer form nishmat-ruakh khayyim 
“breath of the spirit of life” in the Flood narrative (Gen 6:17; 7:22). Else-
where in Scripture, when referring to the constitution of humans and al-
luding to Genesis 2:7, writers often shorten this terminology to the single 
word ruakh “spirit” (see esp. Eccl 3:19-20; Ps 103:14; 104:29-30; Job 33:4). 
The narrator in Genesis 2:7 uses the full expression, including the terms 
for “breathe” (napakh),6 “nostrils” (’ap), and “breath of life” (nishmat khayy-
im), (Waltke 2007:227)7 making clear that this breath is not understood as a 
conscious entity within the human being, but rather as referring to the ani-
mating “life principle” or “vital power” bestowed by God on living beings. 
The term ruakh (“wind, spirit”) occurs 378 times in the Hebrew Bible 
(Old Testament), and when used of humanity is “an expression of the hu-
man being’s dynamic vitality” (Waltke 2007:227). It is often used to refer 
to the “complex, yet unified, physical-psychical constitution of a human 
being,” either emphasizing “physical vitality” (best glossed as “breath”), 
or psychical vitality (best glossed as “spirit”) (Waltke 2007:227). Not even 
once is the term ruakh used to denote “an intelligent entity capable of ex-
istence apart from the physical body, so far as man is concerned” (Vriezen 
1970:406, 407).
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Third, Living being, “soul.” According to Genesis 2:7, the physical mate-
rial (“dust of the ground”) plus the divine life principle (“breath of life”) 
equals the living being (nepesh khayyah). In his monumental and classic 
work on OT anthropology, Hans Walter Wolff has shown that the word 
nepesh in Genesis 2:7 should be translated as “person, being, individual.” 
He further shows that in its 754 occurrences in the Hebrew Bible, nepesh 
“is never given the meaning of an indestructible core of being, in con-
tradistinction to the physical life, and even capable of living when cut 
off from that life” (Wolff 1974:20). Wolff states emphatically: “man does 
not have n[epesh], he is n[epesh], he lives as n[epesh]” (1974:10). Numerous 
Old Testament scholars echo this conclusion (Dyrness 1979:85; Brotzman 
1987:222). The term nepesh depicts the entire human being, seen from the 
perspective of a person’s “passionate vitality,” one’s “e’lan vital, vibrant 
with energy” (Terrien 2003:90). 
Gerhard von Rad elaborates regarding the meaning of Genesis 2:7: “It 
distinguishes not body and ‘soul’ but more realistically body and life. The 
divine breath of life which unites with the material body makes man a 
‘living soul’ both from the physical as well as from the psychical side” 
(1961:77). 
Since the early 1950s and the rise of the biblical theology movement, 
this view has become the standard interpretation of Old Testament schol-
arship. There is no room in such a view for a platonic/philonic dichoto-
my of body and soul. Rather, the picture of the constitution of humans 
throughout the Old Testament is one of wholism.8 
Having looked at the nature and constitution of human beings, it now 
needs to be asked: what happens when people die? 
The Nature of Death
In our discussion of the nature and constitution of the human being, 
building upon Genesis 1:26-28 and 2:7 and the testimony of later biblical 
writers, it became clear that the Hebrew understanding was one of anthro-
pological wholism; the human does not have a soul, but is a soul, he is a 
psycho-somatic whole. As mentioned, this is recognized almost univer-
sally by biblical scholars today. At the same time, the debate still rages as 
to whether this wholism is only existential-functional, or also ontological. 
Are human beings functionally wholistic in their existence, but ultimately 
dualistic in their being? John Cooper claims that “this is a question of fact 
which can only be determined by discovering what the Hebrews thought 
about death and survival” (1989:52). Many OT scholars acknowledge that 
the Hebrew anthropology was wholistic—a human does not have a soul 
but is a soul—and yet contend that in the Hebrew worldview something 
7
Davidson: Death and Ancestors in Light of the Old Testament
Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University,
8
Journal of Adventist Mission Studies
conscious survived death, and thus ultimately (ontologically) the human 
nature is dualistic. Is such a picture of the afterlife accurate?
Genesis 3
This question is already answered decisively in the third chapter of 
Genesis. The serpent had countermanded God’s announcement of death 
for disobedience, with the bold assertion to Eve: “You shall not surely die” 
(Gen 3:4).9 In the judgment upon the man, which describes the nature of 
the death they would eventually suffer (Gen 3:19): “In the sweat of your 
face you shall eat bread till you return to the ground. For out of it you 
were taken; for dust you are, and to dust you shall return.” This passage is 
clearly harking back to Genesis 2:7, indicating that the person would not 
experience any intermediate state after death, but rather cease to exist. It 
is not just the body that returns to the ground/dust, but the whole being 
ceases to exist as a living entity, and returns to dust. God says to Adam: 
“till you return to the ground . . . dust you are, and to dust you shall return.” 
No conscious entity survives in a non-material form. No immortal soul 
continues on. 
Later Inspired Commentary on Genesis 3
Later inspired commentary on this passage by the psalmist and 
Qoheleth, give even more details that show death to be the reversal of the 
process that brought about the living being: God removes the “spirit of 
life” that animated the person, and the person (“soul”) dies;10 nothing is 
left but the dust:
Ecclesiastes 3:19-20: “For what happens to the sons of men also happens 
to animals; one thing befalls them: as one dies, so dies the other. Surely, 
they all have one breath; man has no advantage over animals, for all is 
vanity. All go to one place: all are from the dust, and all return to dust.” 
Psalm 103:14-16: “For He knows our frame; He remembers that we are 
dust. As for man, his days are like grass; As a flower of the field, so he flour-
ishes. For the wind passes over it, and it is gone, And its place remembers 
it no more.” 
Psalm 104:29 (ESV): “When you hide your face, they are dismayed; 
when you take away their breath, they die and return to their dust.”
The creation of the wholistic human being in Genesis 2:7 and the an-
nouncement of its reversal in 3:19 and other later biblical passages make 
clear that this wholism is not only existential-functional, as some have 
claimed, but ontological wholism, ontological monism (vs. ontological 
dualism) (Green 1998:149-173; Green 2008). 
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Death is the reversal of the process (described in Gen 2:7) that brought 
about the living person (or “soul”): God removes the “spirit of life” that 
animated the person, and the person (“soul”) dies; nothing is left but the 
dust. Therefore, Life is Dust + Breath of Life = Soul (person), while Death 
is Soul (person) – Breath of Life = Dust.
The Bible is clear that a “soul” can die. Ezekiel 18:20 says, “The soul 
who sins shall die.” Numerous other passages in the OT refer to a “soul” 
dying or a “dead soul” (e.g., Gen 37:21; Lev 19:28; 21:1, 11; 22:4; Deut 19:6, 
11; Num 5:2; 6:6, 11; 9:6, 7, 10; 19:11, 13; 23:10; 31:19; 35:15, 30; Josh 20:3, 9; 
Judg 16:30; Job 11:20; Ezek 18:22:25, 27; Jer 40:14, 15; Hag 2:13). 
According to the Bible, when humans die, they are truly dead, with no 
consciousness surviving. Note the following passages: 
Ecclesiastes 9:5-6: “For the living know they will die; but the dead do 
not know anything, nor have they any longer a reward, for their memory 
is forgotten. Indeed their love, their hate and their zeal have already per-
ished, and they will no longer have a share in all that is done under the 
sun.” 
Ecclesiastes 9:10: “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your 
might; for there is no work or device or knowledge or wisdom in the grave 
where you are going.”
Psalm 146:3, 4: “Do not put your trust in princes, Nor in a son of man, 
in whom there is no help. His spirit departs, he returns to his earth; In that 
very day his plans perish.” (See also Job 7:9-10;14:12; Ps 6:5; 30:9-10; 31:17-18; 
Isa 38:18-19.)
Throughout the Old Testament, death is compared to a sleep, in which 
one is not conscious of what is transpiring around them. The following 
passages make this point clear:
Job 14:12: “So man lies down and does not rise. Till the heavens are no 
more, They will not awake nor be roused from their sleep.” 
1 Kings 2:10: “So David slept with his fathers.” This phrase is used some 
40 times in the OT. (See also Job 3:12-14; Ps 13:3-4, 76:5-6; Jer 51:37-39; Dan 
12:2.)
Summary of the View of the Nature of Humanity 
and the Nature of Death
Humans are made in the image of God, a unity of outward resem-
blance and character.
The constitution of humans is dust + spirit (breath of life) = soul (person).
Humans do not have a soul; they are souls.
Death is the reversal of creation: soul – spirit (breath of life) = dust. 
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Passages Allegedly Supporting Human 
Conscious Survival after Death
The above view of the nature of death is consistent with the rest of the 
Old Testament, despite numerous claims to the contrary. Other articles in 
this issue have already dealt with some of the terms and passages alleged-
ly supporting humans’ conscious survival after death, but here I summa-
rize some major studies that support ontological monism vs. ontological 
dualism. Regarding the term Sheol, which many OT scholars consider to 
describe the underworld, the abode of conscious dead, a published disser-
tation by Ēriks Galenieks shows the opposite to be true. After analyzing 
all 66 occurrences of the term in the OT, Galenieks concludes, “the Hebrew 
Scripture provides no support for the idea that the term Sheol is somehow 
associated with one’s after-death existence in the so-called underworld” 
(2005:621). Rather, Sheol is consistently “a poetic designation of the grave” 
(2005: abstract). Galenieks comes to the same conclusion regarding related 
OT terms such as bor or shakhat (both translated “Pit”) (2005:582-588). 
Likewise, careful study has shown that the term repa’im (Rephaim) does 
not refer to conscious “disembodied spirits” or “shades,” as is widely as-
sumed by biblical scholars, but is a poetic term (like the other terms men-
tioned above) used in highly figurative contexts for the dead who dwell 
in the dust (i.e., have returned to dust) (Bacchiocchi 1997:164-166; Green 
2008:155-157).
It is beyond the confines of this study to trace in detail the Old Testa-
ment teaching of the final punishment of the wicked as eternal annihila-
tion and not an eternal existence in hell. Numerous recent studies have 
set forth weighty evidence in favor of this interpretation of the OT data 
(Fudge 2011:51-84, 349-359; Froom 1965).11 LeRoy Edwin Froom lists some 
fifty different Hebrew verbs that describe the final end of the wicked, and 
all of these speak of “the decomposition, of the breaking up of the organism and 
final cessation of the existence of being—never that of immortal life in endless 
suffering” (1965:106, 107). Edward Fudge examines in more detail many 
of these passages, as well as various OT examples of destruction provid-
ing paradigms that are taken up by NT writers in describing the escha-
tological destruction of the wicked (2011:51-84). He also examines eight 
OT passages which deal directly with the final eschatological judgment 
(Ps 1:3-6, 2:9-12; Isa 11:4, 33:10-24, 66:24; Dan 12:2-3; and Mal 4:1-6) and 
summarizes their content with regard to the fate of the wicked as follows: 
“In these texts, we encountered fire and storm, tempest and darkness. The 
slain of God will be many—corpses will lie in the street. Amid this scene 
of utter contempt, worms and fire will take their final toll. Nothing will 
remain of the wicked but smoke and ashes—the righteous will tread over 
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them with their feet” (Fudge 2011:84). This is the consistent picture of the 
OT regarding the final fate of the wicked (Luchian 2001).
An OT Case-Study of Ancestor Worship: 
1 Samuel 28:3-25
Perhaps the most-cited biblical story that is seen as describing a 
postmortem appearance of the dead and providing “the clearest example 
we have of what the dead were thought to be like” in OT times (Cooper 
1989:74), is the story of Saul and the witch/medium of En-dor (1 Sam 
28:3-25). This story is taken by many scholars as supporting the continued 
existence of the dead and the possibility of dead ancestors being able 
to communicate with the living. This story allows us to consider the 
relationship of the living to their dead ancestors according to OT Scripture. 
This narrative has been examined closely in recent years by two Sev-
enth-day Adventist OT scholars, Grenville Kent (in his doctoral disserta-
tion and subsequent articles 2011; 2014:141-160; 2010:196-200) and Daniel 
Olariu (2015:75-94). It is pointed out that there are two major views on this 
passage throughout the history of interpretation. One view supports the 
conclusion it was the post partem Samuel himself (either as a disembodied 
spirit or soul or a resurrected being), who actually appeared to Saul at En-
dor, sent from God. The other view interprets this figure as “a demonic 
impersonator giving a false prophecy calculated to deceive and destroy 
Saul” (Kent 2014:142). Kent and Olariu have provided solid exegetical 
analysis of this passage. I will build upon their analysis, summarizing the 
major evidence, in bullet format, but consider the data in light of the possi-
bility that this passage is describing ancestor worship and/or veneration. 
Biblical Context
• Saul was vulnerable to the demonic (1 Sam 16:14-16, 23, 18:10, 
19:9): and an “evil spirit” haunted Saul.
• God had forbidden Israel to be involved in witchcraft or to con-
sult spiritist mediums. “There shall not be found among you any-
one who makes his son or his daughter pass through the fire, or one 
who practices witchcraft, or a soothsayer, or one who interprets 
omens, or a sorcerer, or one who conjures spells, or a medium, or 
a spiritist, or one who calls up the dead” (Deut 18:10-11). “And the 
person who turns to mediums and familiar spirits, to prostitute 
himself with them, I will set My face against that person and cut 
him off from his people” (Lev 20:6).
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• Many words and phrases of the woman’s speech in 1 Sam 28 echo 
Deut 18 and Lev 20. These serve as landmines in the speeches of 
the woman: subtle, allusive warnings to the reader.
• Samuel had warned Saul against the sin of witchcraft (Heb. qe-
sem). 1 Sam 15:23. “For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft [qesem].” 
But this is exactly what Saul asked the medium to do (the same 
Hebrew word qasam). In 1 Sam 28:8, this is in fact his first word to 
her. “Conjure up [qasam] for me, please, and bring up for me whom 
I shall name to you” (NASB). This word qesem describes pagan di-
viners (Num 22:7; 1 Sam 6:2; Josh 13:22). Saul was in absolute apos-
tasy, engaged in forbidden occult practices.
• The immediate context: verse 3. “Saul had put the mediums and 
the spiritists out of the land.” And verse 6: “Saul inquired of the 
Lord, and the Lord did not answer him, either by dreams or by 
Urim or by the prophets.” From these passages, already, we may 
anticipate the inference before the story begins, based upon the 
cues in the context: If Lord did not answer Saul, then if someone 
answered by another means, it would not be the Lord, but anti-
Yahwistic power.
Cultic Context: Canaanite Ritual of Ancestor
Veneration/Worship at En-dor
Of particular interest in Kent’s study is that the cultural background 
of the spirit medium of En-dor story involves pagan ancestor worship, 
which reveals that Israel as a nation was facing a similar challenge of a 
competing system to the biblical worldview as we face today.
• Verse 7: En-dor was probably a Canaanite settlement, not con-
quered by Joshua (Josh 17:11-13). The name may come from the 
term enna durenna, the Hittite term for the gods. “The Hittites 
maintained an active line of communication with the deities who 
lived beneath the earth in order to retain their goodwill” (Collins 
2007:169, 170). There is a close parallel between the En-Dor story 
and a Hittite ritual where the ritual specialist makes figurines of 
the underworld gods, opens a pit in the ground into which honey, 
wine and other libations are poured and money thrown, and con-
jures the spirit. “Such rituals typically included sacrificing an ani-
mal over the pit as well” (Collins 2007:143).
• Recent archaeological data from Ugarit indicate that the Canaanite 
religion also involved ancestor worship, including rituals for 
conjuring up the dead, which closely parallel what the medium of 
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En-dor did. The medium at En-dor uses the very language found in 
the ancestor worship rituals at Ugarit (Kent 2014:143). Bill Arnold 
summarizes the findings:
Whereas previous scholarship tended to deny the presence of ances-
tral worship in ancient Israel, it is now generally agreed that normative 
Yahwism battled against the practice of necromancy and other death ritu-
als, such as self-laceration and offerings to deceased ancestors. As with 
such practices in comparable cultures, it is assumed that Israelite cults 
of the dead sought to appease the dead or to secure favours from them. 
(1999:414)
• The Canaanites considered the dead to be divine in the under-
world, and so were called Elohim (“gods”), the very term the 
spiritist medium used in 1 Sam 28:13: “I saw gods [plural] ascend-
ing [plural participle] out of the earth.” Note the plural noun and 
verb, implying polytheism.
• Verse 14: Saul concentrates on one form, and the spirit medium ad-
justs her message to fit this focus. Saul bows down and “worships” 
or “pays homage” (Heb. hishtakhawah)—he adopts the Canaanite 
theology.
Cultic Meal as Part of the Ancestor Worship Ritual
According to v. 24, the spirit medium “slaughters” the fatted calf; but 
the narrator does not use the regular word for “butcher” (tabakh, as in 
25:11), but the word zabakh, “to slaughter for ritual sacrifice.” She is per-
forming a cultic ritual slaughter.
• Saul is led into an act of pagan worship (as Israel at Baal Peor, Num 
25:1-3; Ps 106:28).
• Saul is actually making a covenant with the medium (i.e., eating a 
covenant meal with the occult).
Verses 15-19: The Apparent Samuel’s Speech
• The speech employs the name Yahweh (special covenant name for 
God used by Hebrews) seven times, which gives an air of authenticity.
• The speech recites almost verbatim previous words of Samuel.
• But there is no rebuke of Saul for his “sin of divination” that the 
real Samuel warned about (1 Sam 15:23). The rebuke avoids the 
most obvious issue—Saul is disobeying Samuel’s warning while 
he was alive. 
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Saul’s Punishment Is Greatly Increased 
by the Apparent Samuel
• “Samuel” massively increases the amount of punishment for old 
sins that God already dealt with (1 Sam 13:10-14, 15:13-35) by re-
moving Saul from being king. According to the prediction in v. 19, 
Israel and Saul will fall into the hands of Philistines; and Saul and 
his sons would die the next day. Would God in fairness add to 
Saul’s punishment when no new offences are mentioned?
The Rebuke by the Apparent Samuel for 
Bringing Me Up” (28:15)
• This was a petty self-centered complaint in view of the life and 
death issues related to Israel and its king (see the situation of the 
battle in 1 Sam 28:4-5). 
• Why does he credit Saul and/or the woman for bringing him up? 
If this were the real Samuel sent by God, why give the woman or 
Saul the credit? It implies that Samuel is under their control. 
• From where does the apparent Samuel come? In the Christian par-
adigm, why would Samuel be in the same place where the wicked 
king would go when he died (v. 19)? 
Inaccurate Predictions of the Apparent Samuel
• Verse 19 predicts that Israel and Saul would fall into the hands of 
Philistines and that Saul and his sons would die the next day. 
• The apparent “Samuel’s” prediction did not come true. Saul was 
not “handed over” to the Philistines; he committed suicide before 
the Philistines could capture him; and not all of his sons died 
(Ishbosheth did not die; 2 Sam 2:8-10).
• Earlier in 1 Samuel the narrator makes clear that when Samuel the 
prophet was alive everything he predicted came to pass (3:19-21; 
9:6). If this was the real Samuel appearing to Saul, we should ex-
pect no less now, but it was not so.
Does the Narrator Say That Samuel Really Appeared?
 
• The spirit medium saw someone whom she and Saul thought was 
Samuel (vv. 12 and 14). The narrator never says that Saul saw Samuel. 
• The narrator uses the common narrative technique of “language 
of focalization” by temporarily describing the scene from the per-
spective of the characters.
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• See parallel in the description of Dagan, god of Philistines, de-
scribed as a person, fallen on his face (1 Sam 5:4).
• This is subtle suspense writing, so that the readers feel the power 
of the deception until the many textual “warning lights” make 
them realize the truth. 
The Triumph of the Occult
• Saul came with two problems: (1) he was afraid and (2) he was 
weak from not eating.
• The occult medium does not help his first problem of fear, but in-
stead he is sent out to the battlefield with a prophecy of certain 
death.
• When Saul comes, he is giving orders; at the end the occultist gives 
him orders: “Go. . . .” She (and the occult) has triumphed (vv. 22, 23).
Conclusion
In light of the above evidence (and this is only a sample of evidence 
provided by Kent and Olariu), I agree with Kent’s conclusions that “the 
real Samuel was not at En-Dor on the basis of the text itself” and that 
“1 Samuel 28 is compatible with a view of conditional immortality and 
a biblical anthropology of wholism” (Kent 2012:abstract). Nevertheless, 
we have not yet answered the crucial question in the narrative. Who ap-
peared to the medium at En-Dor? The answer to this question leads into 
the next section of study. 
The Great Controversy Worldview
 
Who Was the Being that Appeared to 
the Medium at En-Dor?
Daniel Olariu has analyzed in detail the literary structure of the En-
Dor narrative in 1 Samuel 28:3-25. He demonstrates that the passage is 
structured chiastically (in a concentric structure), in which the apex of the 
structure is found in the central verses of 13 and 14 where Samuel is iden-
tified. The medium reports that the mysterious being that comes up out 
of the ground is ’elohim, taking the appearance of an old man wearing a 
robe. It is important to notice the limits set by the introduction to the story. 
Verse 6 states that “the Lord did not answer him, either by dreams or by 
Urim or by the prophets.” God had stopped communicating with him. 
Thus, the identity of the ’elohim rules out God as a possibility. Further, 
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Samuel is ruled out as a possibility by the narrator’s theology. In 1 Samuel 
2:6 he records, “The Lord brings death and makes alive; he brings down 
to the grave [Sheol] and raises up.” It is the Lord who controls the grave. 
If Yahweh controls who might be coming up (in resurrection), then, hav-
ing ruled out God as being represented by ’elohim, the text also rules out 
Samuel as a possibility. God has stopped communicating with Samuel and 
would not raise up the real Samuel from the dead to speak with Saul. 
Some have suggested that the word ’elohim here in this passage refers 
to idol-gods, but the HB is consistent that idol-gods, made of wood or 
stone, do not communicate and hear, get upset or reason (see Deut 4:28; 
Ps 115:4-8; Dan 5:23). There are however, two passages in the HB outside 
of the En-Dor narrative in Samuel, which employ similar terminology and 
themes, including the term ’elohim in connection with necromancy (com-
municating with the dead). Olariu points out that these two passages “are 
the only references in the Hebrew Bible to demons, which suggests that 
’elohim in 1 Samuel 28:13 also refers to demons” (2015:91). 
The first passage comes in the Song of Moses (Deut 32) in which Moses 
describes the apostasy of Israel. “They incensed Him with alien things 
[the word “gods” is not found here], vexed Him with abominations. They 
sacrificed to demons [leshedim], no-gods [lo’ ’eloah], Gods [’elohim] they 
had never known, new ones, who came but lately, who stirred not your 
fathers’ fears” (Deut 32:16-17 NJPS). Olariu notes regarding this passage 
that “synonymous parallelism here equates demons with both lo’ ’eloah 
“no god” and ’elohim” (2015:91). 
The second passage is found in the poetic rehearsal of Israel’s apostasy 
in the wilderness at Baal Peor (recorded in Num 25:1-3). “They attached 
themselves to Baal Peor, ate sacrifices [zibkhe] offered to the dead [metim]” 
(Ps 106:28 NJPS). In the original reference to the Baal Peor apostasy in 
Num 25:1-3, the word used is not metim, but ’elohim. Back to Psalm 106, 
verses 36-37 (NJPS) speaks of demons as the real object of Israel’s wor-
ship and sacrifices. “They worshiped their idols, which became a snare 
for them. Their own sons and daughters they sacrificed [wayyizbekhu] to 
demons [lashedim].” 
The word translated “demon” (Heb. shad, usually in pl. shadim) is a 
loanword from Akkadian, and in Akkadian it “has a double meaning: 
it is primarily used to indicate a protective spirit, but it is also used for 
a malevolent demon, particularly in the pl[ural]” (shedu) (Koehler et al. 
1994–2001:1417b). In the narrative of 1 Samuel 28, this being fulfills both 
roles, protective of the woman, and “malevolent and vindictive toward 
Saul” (Olariu 2015:92). The LXX translates this term as daimonion in both 
instances. 
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In answer to the question regarding who was the being that appeared 
to the medium at En-Dor, I concur with the conclusion of Kent. “1 Sam 28 
dramatically depicts a Canaanite séance where a medium promises ‘gods 
rising’ from the underworld, but a demon impersonates Samuel to de-
ceive Saul into feeling hopelessly guilty and giving up on Yahweh and 
on life. The devil is in the details” (2010:199). In this story, “the apparent 
Samuel speaks for the dark side and helps make Saul’s downfall irrecover-
able. Thus, the story echoes timeless biblical warnings against necromancy 
[and ancestor worship] as opposed to genuine prophecy” (Kent 2014:160). 
The narrative of 1 Samuel 28 takes us back to Isaiah 8:19, 20, the pas-
sage which was cited at the beginning of this study. These two passages 
share common themes such as the silence of God and the appropriate at-
titude toward the practice of necromancy (consulting the dead through 
mediums). Isaiah 8:19, 20 makes explicit what is implied in the narrative 
regarding the medium at En-dor: God’s people are to consult the Word of 
the Lord and not spirit mediums, because the latter channel demonic mes-
sages and not true communication from God.
Other Terms Referring to Demons 
in the Hebrew Scriptures
Other terms in the Hebrew Bible contextually refer to demons (Owusu-
Antwi 2011:51-67). For example, the word sa’ir “hairy one” is used in 
Leviticus 17:7 with the meaning of “demon” (NKJV), “goat demons” 
(NASB). Note the connection with Leviticus 16: where there are two goats, 
one for Yahweh, and one for Azazel, the opponent of Yahweh. Thus, the 
term is linked with the great conflict between Yahweh and his adversary 
in the Day of Atonement ritual. Another example is Psalm 96:5, where the 
term ’elilim are to be regarded as a type of demons, and is translated by 
the LXX as daimonia. 
Within the larger context of the biblical canon, the origin of these de-
mons is clear: they are angels that fell with Satan, following the cosmic 
battle described in Ezekiel 28:14-18 and Rev 12:4, 9 (Davidson 2015:57-69). 
NT passages clarify that Satan has angels under him which he rules (Matt 
25:41), and Satan is called Beelzebub (or Beelzebul) “ruler of the demons” 
(Matt 12:24). Like Satan, who can be transformed into another form (“an 
angel of light” 2 Cor 11:14), so can the demons under his authority trans-
form themselves into the forms of the deceased and impersonate them as 
if they actually appear to or communicate with the living. 
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The Great Controversy Grand Metanarrative
In discussing the nature of death and ancestors in the OT, it is not 
enough to have a clear picture of what happens to a person when he or 
she dies, that the soul is not immortal, that the body turns to dust, and that 
the dead know nothing until they are resurrected at the end time. 
It is also important to recognize the source of the very real power that 
is evidenced by the supposed appearance of ancestors, and their work of 
beneficence or malevolence, and not seek to explain it away. We need to 
emphasize the Great Controversy setting in which this subject of death 
and ancestors occurs. We must make vivid that those claiming the dead 
can communicate with the living are continuing the first lie told by “that 
Serpent of old, called the Devil and Satan” (Rev 12:9) in the Garden to Eve, 
“You surely will not die!” (Gen 3:4 NASB). This lie has been perpetrated 
for thousands of years, and truly the Serpent now “deceives the whole 
world” (Rev 12:9). The Serpent who first told, and now perpetuates, this 
lie, must be unmasked. His origin, fall, and malevolent purpose down 
through the history of this earth—and the final end of Satan, sin, and un-
repentant sinners—must be made clear to all. Even more importantly, the 
truth must be traced in all its beauty concerning the resurrection of the 
dead who have responded to the grace of Christ, and the eternal joys of 
the afterlife for God’s people. The hope of bodily resurrection is found 
in numerous passages throughout the OT, covering the whole sweep of 
OT history, which cannot be dealt with in detail in this paper (Dahood 
1970:xli-lii).12 
Elsewhere, I have articulated what I perceive to be the biblical world-
view, set forth already at the canonical beginning of Scripture, in Genesis 
1-3, and repeated in the chronological beginning of Scripture, the book of 
Job , and again in the final three chapters of Revelation 20-22 (Davidson 
2009:5-29; Davidson 2000:102-119). We must clearly set forth the world-
view behind those systems which argue for an immortal soul and the dead 
as “the living dead” and uphold veneration or worship of dead ancestors 
worship (Chalk 2013).13 Then we must make clear the worldview of the 
Bible, emphasizing the nature and destiny of humanity and the source of 
evil and the identity of the so-called ancestor spirits, building especially 
on the early chapters of the Bible where such a worldview is foundation-
ally set forth. 
I was especially encouraged by a personal experience related by a 
prominent Adventist missionary who attended my class in Old Testament 
theology, where I set forth the biblical worldview based upon the early 
chapters of Genesis. He was visibly moved during the presentation, even 
to tears, and in my office after class, shared why that lecture had affected 
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him so deeply. He related how he had been a missionary for many years 
in Papua New Guinea, and had won many souls for Christ, teaching them 
the fundamental beliefs of the Bible, and baptizing them into the Seventh-
day Adventist Church. However, when a crisis came to his village, almost 
all of these people fell back into their animistic ways. He told how this 
experience devastated him, leading him to come home to America and 
for more than a year seek to understand what had happened, why the 
converts who had accepted all the biblical doctrines so easily apostatized 
when faced with a crisis. The Spirit convicted him that he needed to return 
with a different methodology, one which began with the opening chap-
ters of the Bible. He needed to linger long on those early narratives of 
the Bible, immersing the hearers in the biblical worldview that emerges 
from those foundational stories, before going on to other parts of Scrip-
ture presenting the other doctrines. He went back to Papua New Guinea, 
and spent many months teaching the people from the early chapters of 
Genesis, until they were drawn into the grand metanarrative of the Bible 
and accepted its fundamental worldview as their own, and not just a list 
of doctrinal proof-texts. Then he moved to the Gospels, and shared the 
gospel within this worldview. The people were converted not only to doc-
trine, but also to the “cosmic metanarrative” of the Bible, centered in Jesus 
their Creator and Redeemer, and bathed in the gospel emerging from the 
first gospel promise of Genesis 3:15. Again, many were baptized; however, 
when another crisis came to the village, this time no one left the church or 
abandoned the biblical worldview for animism. 
This experience highlights what must be part of our missiological strat-
egy today in relating to those whose worldview is based upon a false un-
derstanding of the state of the dead and ancestral worship/veneration. 
  
Needed: A Robust Theology of Ancestors 
in the OT (and NT)
This paper has focused mainly on the negative—on the fact that there 
is no room in the biblical worldview for teachings about ancestors that 
presuppose an immortal soul that survives death and can interact with the 
living. From what has been discussed so far, one could get the impression 
that the Bible has nothing positive to say about ancestors. Nothing could 
be further from the truth. The OT (as well as the NT) contains a robust 
theology of ancestors. To flesh out this theology would be a subject for an-
other paper; however, a few broad strokes of the brush may give an idea of 
how missiologists might not only counter a nonbiblical view of ancestors 
with biblical correctives, but also might take the offensive by presenting 
the beauties of the positive view of ancestors presented in Scripture. 
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The English reader of the Bible does not easily recognize the wealth of 
passages dealing with ancestors in the OT because the Hebrew words that 
can often mean “ancestor” are usually not translated as such. But when 
one realizes that the term usually translated “father” (Heb. ’ab) in the plu-
ral (’abot) often denotes “ancestors,” as does the term usually translated 
“people” (Heb. ‘am), then a whole catena of passages emerges dealing 
with the ancestors. One then finds more than 300 references to “ances-
tors” in the HB. Fortunately, some recent English translations consistently 
render these words as “ancestors” in their proper contexts (see esp. CEB, 
NLT, NET). Some of the theological themes and motifs that emerge from 
an examination of passages regarding ancestors include the following.
Family Ties: A Common Family Burial
Plot for the Patriarchs
 
The first passage in the HB utilizing a term that may be translated “an-
cestor” is Genesis 25:8 (CEB). “Abraham took his last breath and died after 
a good long life, a content old man, and he was placed with his ancestors 
[lit. ‘gathered to his people’].” In his paper (and in his published disserta-
tion upon which the paper is based),  Ēriks Galenieks has dealt with the 
phrase which literally reads “gathered [Heb. ’asaph] to his people [Heb. 
‘am].” He shows how in context it means “to become dust, respectively, to 
be dead and buried next to one’s ancestors” (2019:17).14 
We find the same statement regarding Isaac. Genesis 35:29 (CEB) reads: 
“Isaac took his last breath and died. He was buried with his ancestors 
[gathered to his people] after a long, satisfying life. His sons Esau and 
Jacob buried him.” Likewise, regarding Jacob when he was about to die, 
the record states his wish (Gen 49:29 NLT): “Then Jacob instructed them, 
‘Soon I will die and join my ancestors [be gathered to my people]. Bury 
me with my father and grandfather in the cave in the field of Ephron the 
Hittite.” Genesis 49:29 (NLT) records Jacob’s death: “When Jacob had fin-
ished this charge to his sons, he drew his feet into the bed, breathed his 
last, and joined his ancestors in death [was gathered to his people]” (Gen 
49:33). Jacob’s request was honored by Joseph, who took Jacob’s bones to 
be buried in the ancestral grave in Palestine (Gen 50:5-14).15
The HB gives a robust view of strong family ties, both in life, and in the 
desire to share a common family burial. 
The “Founding Fathers (Ancestors)”
The three patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, Jacob—were in a special way 
the primary ancestors of the people of Israel, to whom God made and 
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confirmed the covenant (Gen 12:1-3, 15:9-18, 17:1-27, 26:1-5, 28:13-15, 
35:10-12; Exod 2:24, 6:3-4, etc.). They together are called “ancestors” (Heb. 
’abot), referred to by name or implied over 35 times in the Pentateuch. 
These patriarchs were revered, but never venerated or worshipped. They 
were remembered as the ones to whom God had made a covenant and 
had sworn to give the land of Canaan. 
Joining the Ancestors Who Came Out of Egypt
Moses often reminds Israel in the wilderness of how Yahweh had 
brought their “ancestors” out of Egypt. However, regarding these 
passages the theology of ancestors becomes very personal. Notice what 
Moses tells the children of Israel on the borders of Canaan in his farewell 
sermon to a congregation. Most of the people had not literally come out 
of Egypt nor experienced the making of the covenant at Sinai (Joshua and 
Caleb were the only adults still alive after the forty years of wandering in 
the wilderness). “He [God] did not make this covenant with our ancestors 
[only], but with us, we who are here today, all of us living now” (Deut 5:3 
NET). Using five different terms in Hebrew, Moses emphasizes that all 
who heard his sermon on the borders of Canaan were to consider that they 
were personally present at Sinai forty years earlier when God entered into 
a covenant with Israel. 
Joshua 24 continues and makes more vivid than ever this principle of 
personalization. Even though almost all of those who literally witnessed 
the Exodus had already died, notice how God insisted that his audience 
was to consider that they were there. When the Lord described his acts 
of deliverance for the children of Israel, he deliberately shifted back and 
forth from referring to “your ancestors” (those who were literally present 
at the Exodus) to “you” (the later generation who were to consider that 
they were there). 
Then I sent Moses and Aaron, and I brought terrible plagues on 
Egypt; and afterward I brought you out as a free people. But when 
your ancestors arrived at the Red Sea, the Egyptians chased after you 
with chariots and charioteers. When your ancestors cried out to the 
LORD, I put darkness between you and the Egyptians. I brought the 
sea crashing down on the Egyptians, drowning them. With your very 
own eyes you saw what I did. Then you lived in the wilderness for 
many years. (Josh 24:5-7 NLT, emphasis mine)
These passages (which are only samples of many others) demonstrate 
the principle of corporate solidarity between Israel’s ancestors and every 
succeeding generation. All were to remember the ancestors by personalizing 
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or re-actualizing history, by considering that in the great redemptive events 
of the past, by faith they were present with the ancestors, participating in 
those mighty acts of God. Furthermore, in the various annual festivals, 
they were to plug into their ancestral history, commemorate those salvific 
events and celebrate what God had done for them, in solidarity with their 
ancestors. Thus, the history of ancestors and contemporary generations 
becomes fused. In addition, this principle becomes a reality for Christians. 
“If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according 
to the promise” (Gal 3:29). The experience of our ancestors in salvation 
history is our history. We do not venerate or worship our ancestors, but 
join them by faith as we together personalize and celebrate God’s working 
in “our history.” Ellen White understood this principle when she wrote: 
“We have nothing to fear for the future, except as we shall forget the way 
the Lord has led us [in corporate solidarity with our ancestors], and His 
teaching in our past history [Adventist history, and the ancestral history 
of salvation since the time of Adam]” (1915:196).
 
Continuity of the Ancestors from the Beginning
The biblical canon presents an unbroken line of ancestors all the way back to 
Adam. It is clear that the writers of the Bible, under inspiration, intended to pres-
ent a grand paragenealogy, tracing the line of ancestors from the beginning, down 
through salvation history all the way to the conquest of Canaan under the com-
mand of Joshua. A pivotal study by Bernard White shows that “what at first glance 
appear to be unconnected genealogical and chronological elements are, in reality, 
part of a single, overarching genealogy—a paragenealogy—unified thematically 
by this idea of a godly line, and technically by the details of age and chronology” 
(2016:14). He concludes that in the twenty-seven generations represented in this 
genealogy “Scripture thus presents us with a distinct period defined by a single, 
unbroken genealogy that begins with Adam and ends with Joshua” (2016:14). 
White suggests the following implication (among others): “The paragenealogy 
witnesses to a very close divine supervision over the writing of the earliest por-
tions of Scripture. It suggests a God who is concerned not only with people and 
places, events and institutions, but also with time and chronology” (2016:29). In 
the context of this study, I would suggest another implication: God intends for us 
to see the continuity of our ancestral history all the way back to the beginning. In 
the light of this continuity, Paul’s comment is on the mark. “From one person God 
created every human nation to live on the whole earth” (Acts 17:26 CEB). We are 
all in solidarity with each other through our common ancestral line back to Adam, 
and thus we all ultimately have the same ancestors and are one family.
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Messianism of the Ancestors
It is important to note how the ancestral lines in Scripture narrow—
from Adam down to Noah and his son Shem; from Shem down to Abraham; 
from Abraham down to the line of Jacob and his twelve sons, especially 
Judah; from Judah down to King David; and from King David down to the 
Messiah (see the abbreviated ancestral lists emphasizing this narrowing 
lineage down to the Messiah in Matt 1:1-17; Luke 3:23-38). These ancestor 
lists in Scripture may be compared to the “tablets of ancestors” in many 
ancestral religions. Although there are other short ancestral lines (such as 
for the other sons of Jacob), the major ancestral line of Scripture is mes-
sianic, funneling through Abraham (Gen 22:17-18), Judah (Gen 49:10), and 
David (2 Sam 7:12-19), to the Messiah, “son of David, son of Abraham” 
(Matt 1:1). Ultimately the line begins with Adam, and ends with the “sec-
ond and last Adam” (1 Cor 15:20-28, 45). Thus Christ, the Second/Last 
Adam, is the ultimate Ancestor. 
The Eschatology of the Ancestors
Genesis 3:15 gives the first gospel promise and summarizes the flow of 
the cosmic conflict throughout salvation history (Davidson 2002:13-16). It 
also announces the final outcome of this great controversy between Christ 
and Satan. Satan may have crushed Christ’s heel at the cross, but ultimate-
ly the Serpent’s head will be crushed. Satan, sin, and sinners will finally 
come to an end. The last three chapters of Revelation detail this climax of 
the history of the ancestors. Christ the ultimate Ancestor will be victori-
ous over the forces of evil. The lies of Satan regarding God, Christ, and 
death, will be fully unmasked, and death itself will be vanquished. The 
ancestors of all generations, saved by the blood of Christ the Victorious 
Ancestor, will be united in one glorious family, in the Earth made new, for-
ever. Ancestor worship will continue for eternity, true ancestor worship, 
as all creatures bow in veneration and adoration of Christ, the Ultimate 
and Eternal Ancestor.
Ancestors in New Testament Theology and Beyond
This theology of ancestors in the Old Testament may be carried into the 
New Testament. See, for example, the ancestor list in Hebrews 11, show-
ing how even so-called “flawed individuals” such as Samson are on God’s 
list of worthy ancestors. We have already mentioned some aspects of this 
New Testament theology of ancestors in connection with the treatment of 
the Old Testament material.
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Conclusion
This paper has only scratched the surface in the study of ancestors in 
the Old Testament, especially in dealing with the positive aspects of a ro-
bust biblical theology of ancestors. Much remains to be done in setting 
forth the biblical data. This data needs then to be contextualized for each 
culture which embraces ancestor worship. Instead of focusing so much 
upon tearing down the “shanties” of death-related rituals built upon false 
ideas of ancestor worship, Adventists need to erect beside these shanties, 
beautiful “temples” of ritual (perhaps involving especially the ready-
made Christian rituals of baptism and the Lord’s Supper) built upon a 
robust biblical theology of ancestors, centered in Christ the ultimate An-
cestor—and invite all to come to dwell in this Temple of Truth, the eternal 
home of the Ultimate Ancestor. 
Endnotes
1 The Watchtower is an official publication of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who 
share the same belief in the state of the dead as Seventh-day Adventists. 
2  Brown et al. (1907:15) translates as “necromancer,” while Koehler et al. (1994–
2001:20) defines as “prophesying spirit of the dead.” The term occurs fifteen times 
in the HB.
3  Brown et al. (1907:396) gives the meaning “familiar spirit,” while Koehler et 
al. (1994–2001:393) defines the term as “spirit of divination” (in Lev 20:27) or “one 
in whom that spirit dwells, soothsayer” (the other nine passages where the term 
occurs, including Isa 8:19).
4  Against those who would dismiss the possibility that God has a form based 
upon Deuteronomy 4:15-25, Porteous (1962:684) points out that though no form 
was visible at Mt. Horeb, “it is not denied that God has form, and that he has is 
clearly the implication of certain theophanies described in the OT (e.g., Isa. 6; Ezek. 1).”
5  I do not agree with the application Rashkow makes of this basic data, posit-
ing a difference between Eve and Adam, for which I see no justification in the text. 
6  Notice that when White mentions “image” she speaks first of the “outward 
resemblance,” and when she uses the term “likeness” she refers first to “charac-
ter,” without excluding the other aspects in either term. See also her paraphrase of 
this resemblance as “moral faculties” and “physical powers”: after citing Genesis 
1:26, 27, she writes, “The Lord created man’s moral faculties and his physical pow-
ers. All was a sinless transcript of Himself” (White 1899:2). 
7  I use the term “wholism” instead of “holism,” to distinguish between the bib-
lical concept and Eastern “holistic” concepts that have become popular in Western 
culture. 
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8  Numerous biblical  passages illustrate this usage (see, e.g., Gen 6:3, which we 
will examine below; 2 Chr 32:8; Ps 56:5; 65:3; 78:39; 145:21; Isa 31:3; 40:6; Jer 12:12; 
25:31; 32:37; 45:5; and Ezek 21:4). 
9  The verb napakh occurs 13 times in the Hebrew Old Testament, with the most 
common meaning of “blow, breathe, gasp, pant”, although it also can mean “set 
aflame” in several passages. For a similar meaning and context as Genesis 2:7 (ani-
mating a lifeless body), see Ezekiel 37:9. 
10  The noun neshamah occurs 23 times in the Hebrew Old Testament, and “de-
notes the process of breathing” (Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 227). It refers most 
often to the (divine) breath(ing) that animates a human being (Gen 2;7; 1 Kgs 17:17; 
Job 27:3; 34:14; Prov 20:27; Isa 2:22; 57:16; Dan 10:17); it also is used as metonymy 
for a living being, “one who breaths” (Deut 20:16; Josh 10:40; 11:11, 14; 1 Kings 
15:29; Ps 150:6). The exact phrase nishmat khayyim appears only in Genesis 2:7, but 
the phrase occurs with the intensifying intervening word ruakh (“breath”) in Gen-
esis 7:22, describing everything on land that had “the merest breath of life [NJPS, 
Heb. nishmat ruakh khayyim]” in its nostrils,” which died in the Noahic Flood. 
11  In the next section we must ask the question whether this holism is only 
existential-functional, as some maintain, or also ontological. This question is de-
cided by the answer to the question of whether or not the OT supports survival in 
an intermediate state after death.
12  In the remainder of this study, the NKJV will be cited unless otherwise noted. 
13  There are  various references in the OT to a “soul” dying or a “dead soul” 
(see, e.g., Gen 37:21; Lev 19:28; 21:1, 11; 22:4; Deut 19:6, 11; Num 5:2; 6:6, 11; 9:6, 7, 
10; 19:11, 13; 23:10; 31:19; 35:15, 30; Josh 20:3, 9; Judg 16:30; Job 11:20; Ezek 18:20; 
22:25, 27; Jer 40:14, 15; Hag 2:13). 
14  Recent supporters of this position among prominent biblical scholars in-
clude, e.g., Richard Bauckham, F. F. Bruce, E. Earle Ellis, Joel B. Green, Philip E. 
Hughes, I. Howard Marshall, Clark Pinnock, John R. W. Stott, John W. Wenham, 
and N. T. Wright; see bibliography and discussion in Fudge (2011:349-359). 
15  Various biblical passages may be cited (see especially Gen 22:5 [cf. Heb 
11:19]; 2 Kgs 4:8-31; 13:21; Job 19:21-29; Pss 16:10-11; 17:15; 49:15; 73:24; Isa 25:7-9; 
26:19; Ezek 37:1-14; Dan 12:2, 13; and Hos 5:8—6:6). Note that these passages come 
from all the major periods of Israel’s history: Patriarchs (Abraham and Job); Unit-
ed Monarchy (David, Asaph, sons of Korah); Divided Monarchy (Elisha, Isaiah, 
Hosea), and Exile (Ezekiel and Daniel).
16  Chalk’s work promises much, since he seeks to set forth the biblical world-
view based upon Gen 1-11 (similarly to what I have set forth in the sources cited 
in the previous footnote. Unfortunately, he does understand the biblical teaching 
of the state of the dead as we have set it forth in this article, and fails to address 
crucial presuppositions in the African worldview regarding death and ancestors 
that we have dealt with in this study. 
17  The word for “people” (‘am) can also mean “kin” (see the NJPS translation 
of this verse) and in this verse the “ancestor” or “kin” of Abraham to whom he is 
gathered is his wife Sarah (see vv. 9-11). 
18  Joseph also made this same request, which was honored when the people 
went out of Egypt (Exodus 13:19): “Moses took the bones of Joseph with him, for Jo-
seph had made the sons of Israel swear to do this. He said, ‘God will certainly come 
to help you. When he does, you must take my bones with you from this place.’”
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